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Abstract 
This paper discusses the US educator perspectives regarding the nature and value of Social 
Emotional Learning (SEL) skills. This research is part of a larger study being conducted by 33 
career development investigators from 15 countries. SEL skills are becoming increasingly 
critical to helping youth develop the competencies needed to become employable within the 
emergent 4th Industrial Revolution. Today’s youth must articulate how their competencies align 
to multiple career opportunities. They need relationship skills and social awareness to interact 
with different managers and work environments. Youth need self-management skills to advance 
in the workplace and engage in lifelong learning. For this study, educators were asked to 
provide written responses to a series of open-ended questions about their understanding of 
SEL, their perspective on SEL’s relevance to their own effectiveness as educators, and whether 
and how they perceive SEL as relevant to teaching in classroom settings. This paper will report 
on the results of how U.S. educators perceive the value and relevance of SEL. Using a modified 
grounded theory approach, responses from 40 educators were analyzed and 123 SEL themes 
emerged. The results will be discussed in relation to existing SEL and career readiness 
frameworks. 
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 Introduction 
Social Emotional Learning and Career Readiness 
This paper is focused on a United States educator perspective regarding the nature of 
social emotional learning (SEL) and career readiness that was presented at the 2019 IAEVG 
conference in Bratislava, Slovakia. The research program is part of a larger World Educational 
Research Association International Research Network (SEL IRN) that includes research teams 
from 15 countries who each sought educator perspectives on the nature and value of SEL and its 
connection to career readiness (Boston University, 2019a, 2019b).  The impetus of this 
international research network is a hypothesis that increasing access to career readiness efforts in 
secondary schools is more likely when these efforts extend and deepen existing SEL efforts.  The 
remainder of the introduction to the USA research effort will describe the overall context of how 
interest in SEL is connected to a national college and career readiness initiative as well as how 
SEL is being integrated in career development efforts referred to nationally in the United States 
as “individualized learning plans” (ILPs). The final section of the introduction will introduce a 
national SEL model that is being adopted across the country and that served to guide the design 
of a qualitative study of educator perceptions regarding the nature and value of SEL. 
USA Focus on College and Career Readiness 
Due to the critical importance of postsecondary education on one’s economic outcomes 
(Torpey, 2018), college and career readiness has become a major educational outcome 
throughout the United States (Achieve and the Education Trust, 2008). While an increased 
interest in students’ preparedness for college and career is something to celebrate, it is also 
evident that many states are struggling to capture an accurate picture of how the students are 
 progressing towards their college and career goals. One of the major problems that hinder us 
from understanding college and career readiness is the notion that a college degree is essential 
and it is expected for students to have a college degree in the job market. College readiness, 
however, needs to be understood in connection with a long-term goal of becoming “career 
ready,” or more appropriately “future ready.” A paradigm shift in understanding college and 
career readiness invites “all students” to be part of the story, not only those on 4-year college 
track but 2-year, 4-year college, the military, and credential tracks, across different demographic 
populations. In Massachusetts, for example, 60.4% of the 2017-18 high school cohort responded 
that they plan to attend 4-year college; 19.6% plan to attend 2-year college; 2.1% plan to join the 
military; and 11.4% of the students mentioned other postsecondary options such as credentials, 
work, and apprenticeship (Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 
2019). Emphasis on the traditional 4-year college track neglects 40% of the entire student 
population. Therefore, it is important to understand college and career readiness with a focus on 
students’ long-term goals and broader “postsecondary” options. 
Another challenge in the discussion of college and career readiness is that many of the 
existing data examine students’ readiness through high school graduation and college completion 
rates. This fails to reflect a large number of at-risk youth who could not finish school due to 
personal, family, and financial circumstances. In 2017, 90% of the 2017 high school cohort in 
Massachusetts graduated in 5 years. The percentage starts dropping as we examine different 
subgroups; 82% of the 2017 high school low income cohort graduated in 5 years; 77% of 
Hispanic/Latino students graduated in 5 years; 69% of those with disabilities within the 2017 
high school cohort graduated in 5 years, and 69% of English Language Learners graduated high 
school in 5 years (MA DESE, 2019). When examining postsecondary education outcomes, the 
 state data show that 59% of the first time 9th graders in 2006-07 were enrolled in college 
(immediate fall), and only 39% of these obtained a degree within 6 years. These numbers drop 
significantly with different subgroups; 40% of low income, first time 9th graders in 2006-07 were 
enrolled in college, and only 18% of these students obtained a degree within 6 years; 34% of 
Hispanic/Latino, first time 9th graders in 2006-07 were enrolled in college, and only 15% of these 
students obtained a degree within 6 years (MA DESE, 2019). While these numbers depict a trend 
in the state of Massachusetts as such data are limitedly available in other states, the portrait of 
postsecondary education outcomes is similar across the nation. Achieve (2016) is one of the 
organizations that recognized the importance of counting “all students,” not just those who made 
to graduation, allowing them to conduct more inclusive studies on college and career readiness. 
Building upon their evidence-based research, Achieve illustrates the current status of our 
students’ progress toward postsecondary education; If we start with 100 students at the 9th grade, 
only 80 students graduate from high school; 50 students enroll in college and only 20 students 
graduate from college. This implies the danger of relying on high school graduation and college 
completion rates when measuring students’ readiness, and urges us to shift our understanding of 
college and career readiness.    
SEL in ILPs and Content Areas 
In the United States, 44 states and the District of Columbia have mandated or strongly 
encourage the use of ILPs.  While initially, ILPs were targeted for high school age youth, 
increasingly districts are implementing ILPs with all students in K-12 education. There are many 
naming variations to ILPs across the nation. The state of Massachusetts refers to ILPs as My 
Career and Academic Plan (MyCAP) emphasizing the connection between career readiness 
efforts shaping students engagement in academic learning. ILPs involve a portfolio document 
 that stores students’ ILP activities, known as an e-portfolio, as well as a process that includes “a) 
an established number of lessons that b) alternate between classroom and online activities and c) 
a clear set of grade-level learning objectives” (Solberg, 2019). As a process, ILPs help students 
develop skills in three career development areas, including self-exploration, career exploration, 
and career planning and management. In the MyCAP process, students identify their personal 
strengths and challenges to achieve the academic, personal/social, and career readiness skills 
necessary for future outcomes.  
Additionally, the MyCAP framework encourages schools to implement classroom and 
online lessons and activities that foster and cultivate the Collaboration for Academic and Social 
Emotional Learning’s five social and emotional learning competencies (self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision making) in the 
school and classroom environments (CASEL, n.d.; MA DESE, n.d.). Pennsylvania uses career 
plans and portfolios to help all learners to identify career pathways and opportunities for 
postsecondary success (Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2018). The Pennsylvania Career 
Ready Skills (PA CRS) support the development of students’ competencies in self-awareness, 
self-management, establishing and maintaining relationships, and social problem solving 
(Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2018). Kansas uses the Social, Emotional, and 
Character Development (SECD) standards as a framework for K-12 education that engages 
students in developing personal skills for academic, social-emotional and post-secondary success 
(Kansas State Board of Education, 2012). The SECD model emphasizes responsible decision 
making and problem-solving as core principles, along with self-awareness and self-management 
being part of personal development, and social awareness and interpersonal skills being part of 
social development (Kansas State Board of Education, 2012). 
 In addition to the ILP process, SEL skills are also deeply connected to subject/ content 
areas, such as English Language Arts, Mathematics, and Science. The Massachusetts curriculum 
framework for English Language Arts requires students to build a broader range of 
communication competencies and the ability to understand others’ perspectives and cultures. In 
Pennsylvania, Georgia and Nevada, learning standards for mathematics involve the development 
of SEL skills, such as making sense of problems and regulating emotions when frustrated by a 
challenging problem (Johnson & Wiener, 2017). Some mathematics standards explicitly require 
perseverance as such growth mindset leaves a positive impact on mathematics achievement 
(Dweck et al., 2014). Subject matter contents are also directly connected to a number of 
cognitive skills, such as attention to detail, self-regulation in order to suppress conflicting 
information, and the ability to maintain focus while tackling challenging problems (Johnson & 
Wiener, 2017). Although the impact on students can be maximized when ILP is implemented 
with a dedicated time (Budge et al., 2010), there are numerous opportunities within the content 
areas where SEL and important career readiness skills can be explored and increase job 
opportunities and options for students.   
CASEL’s SEL Model 
CASEL defines Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) as “the process through which 
children and adults understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and 
show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible 
decisions” (CASEL, n.d.). Therefore, SEL programs aim to help students build their cognitive, 
emotional, and behavioral capacity including self-control, problem-solving, and collaboration 
with others (Zins & Elias, 2007). Fostering social and emotional competencies of students 
 improves psychological and social well-being of students and enhances their academic 
achievements (Durlak et. al., 2011).  
CASEL (n.d.) offers an SEL framework with five core competencies:  Self-awareness, 
Self-management, Social Awareness, Relationship Skills, and Responsible Decision-making.  
Self-awareness means knowing their strengths and limitations; Self-management means 
effectively managing their negative emotions, and setting and achieving goals; Social awareness 
indicates understanding others’ lenses and empathizing others’ feelings; Relationship skills mean 
using positive interactional and cooperative skills; And responsible decision-making refers to 
making valuable and effective choices about personal behavior and social interaction. These five 
competencies enable a comprehensive development and adjustment of students. CASEL also 
emphasizes that the ecological system surrounding students, including classroom, school, home 
and community, is as important as the five competencies of SEL. Every factor in the ecological 
system has to collaborate with each other and encourage the holistic development of students’ 
emotions and behaviors (CASEL, 2015). 
Social and emotional learning is an integral part of students’ success in school, society 
and life. SEL programs improve students’ academic performances, increase prosocial behaviors, 
and reduce conduct and internalizing problems (Durlak et. al., 2011). This leaves short and long 
term impact on youth by allowing them to graduate from high school and access postsecondary 
pathways/ workforce development opportunities (college and career readiness). Ultimately, SEL 
helps students have greater access to decent jobs and increase their sense of hope and purpose. 
These benefits of promoting SEL in the classroom, however, are hard to reach without caring 
and encouraging educators. In this study, we attempt to start building capacity of educators 
through examining their perspectives on the nature and value of SEL.  
 Study Rationale 
Using CASEL’s SEL framework, this study sought to understand teacher perspectives 
regarding the nature and value of SEL skills and whether and to what extent they perceive SEL 
connected to career readiness.  
Methodology 
Participants 
A total of 40 educators responded to an online Qualtrics survey.  With respect to gender, 
75% indicated they were female, 22% male, and 3% nonbinary. With respect to educational 
attainment, 63% of educators indicated Master’s degree, 27% Bachelor’s degree, 5% doctoral 
degree, and 5% indicated Other. Educators were largely working in secondary settings (78%), 
followed by Elementary (20%) and Pre-Kindergarten (2%).  Most were working in public school 
settings (82%), and 83% were working in suburban schools, 12% in urban, and 5% in rural 
schools. 
Procedure 
We, a group of career development researchers from 15 countries, collectively designed a 
qualitative survey questionnaire that aims to examine educators’ perceptions on the nature and 
value of SEL in their teaching. The open-ended survey consisted of 17 items that were organized 
around CASEL’s five core competencies of social emotional learning. Each country created 
additional questions as needed for their cultural, socio-political contexts. The US team had a total 
of 17 questions, including 7 demographic and 10 SEL related questions. Among these 10 SEL 
questions, two questions specifically focused on SEL skills educators use for themselves and/or 
in teaching, and 7 questions focused on SEL skills that educators think would support students to 
 make successful postsecondary transitions and/or prepare to enter the world of work. Some 
resources were also provided at the end of survey for teachers. 
A thematic analysis of the US data was conducted by a group of diverse researchers and 
students at Boston University, including one of the research network conveners/ principal 
investigator, 2 research assistant professors, 2 doctoral and 4 masters students. The analytic 
process involved two steps, initially through a paper-and-pencil method and later via qualitative 
analytic software NVivo. 
Paper-and-pencil method 
● A research assistant professor reviewed samples of 10 responses and conducted line-by-
line open coding. She reviewed the results with the PI and identified emerging themes. 
They went over the results with the doctoral and masters students. 
● Each student worked with a partner; a total of 3 teams coded 17 responses. 
● The research team reviewed the 17 responses altogether, refined the codes, and discussed 
any responses that needed attention and whether and how to code these responses. 
The team came up with a definition for each code that reflects teachers’ voice and 
cultural, socio-economic contexts of the country. The team also identified an example response 
per code that we believe best describes the code. The team then created a codebook that lists 
codes, definitions, and examples. 
Use of NVivo 
NVivo was used to analyze the identified themes. Initially, each educator response was 
coded using the generated themes. Three pairs of raters reviewed educator responses to code 
 them into theme (Phase 1). Various options for conducting axial coding were examined using 
NVivo and it was decided to select the cluster analysis solution.  Cluster analysis compares the 
level of association between educator responses to generate higher level codes. (Transition to 
Phase 2). 
Results and Plan for Further Analysis 
The analysis of educators’ responses to the open-ended questions resulted in 123 category 
themes. This paper will not focus on the results of NVivo cluster analysis as it is still on-going. 
The themes in this paper will be described in relation to how they align with the five categories 
of CASEL’s SEL framework, as well as how they align with the process of Individualized 
Learning Plans that organizes career readiness in terms of self-exploration skills, career 
exploration skills, and career planning and management. Lastly, a few examples of career 
development learning objectives will be introduced to show how the results from the open-ended 
survey are connected and will be utilized in the next steps of this project, such as developing an 
SEL professional development workshop.  
Self-awareness 
Among the themes identified from the teachers’ responses, 7 themes aligned with 
CASEL’s self-awareness category as well as ILP’s self-exploration skills. These include, 
“knowing identity,” “recognizing strengths, weaknesses, and interests,” “self-confidence,” “self-
efficacy,” “self-esteem,” “self-reflect,” and “understanding own values.” Two themes aligned 
with CASEL’s self-awareness and ILP’s career planning and management, “aware of posture, 
gesture and attire” and “recognizing own emotions and feelings.” Considering the themes 
 identified, a possible career development learning objective that would help build individuals’ 
self-awareness is,  
● Able to describe emerging talent, competencies, and values. 
The rest of the themes to be discussed below all align with the ILP’s career planning and 
management process but fit differently into the four categories of the CASEL framework. 
Social-awareness 
Nine themes aligned with both CASEL’s social awareness and ILP’s career planning and 
management, including “situation analysis,” “leadership,” “appreciating cultural differences,” 
“appreciating diversity,” “curiosity for different cultures,” “sensitivity to differences,” 
“embracing diversity,” “perspective taking,” and “empathy.” There were 13 more themes that 
aligned with CASEL’s social awareness, but were unclear yet how they align within ILPs. These 
include, “social responsibility,” “understanding social norms,” “learning from others,” 
“interpersonal speaking,” “listening,” “meaningful conversations,” “developing new 
relationship,” “global perspectives,” “understanding students,” “respect for others,” “accepting 
others,” “anti-bullying,” “recognizing surroundings,” and “sound judgment about others.” A 
possible career development learning objective that reflects the development of social awareness 
is,  
● Able to contribute to creating a positive team environment.  
Self-management 
 Many of the SEL skills identified from teachers’ responses aligned with self-management 
of CASEL’s competencies and ILP’s career planning and management. There were 39 themes 
that belong to this category. Four of them were particularly relevant to “emotions” (having a 
kneeled set of emotions, handling emotions, managing emotions, regulating emotions) and 
another four of them were related to “goals” (goal setting, having achievable goals, setting 
educational goals, and setting life goals). There were four themes emphasizing “stress” 
(addressing stress, practicing stressful situation, stress management, understanding stress). Other 
themes that aligned with CASEL’s self-management and ILP career planning and management 
include, “adaptability,” “attentiveness,” “creativity,” “accountability,” “problem solving,” 
“flexibility,” “independence,” “self-advocacy,” “being focused,” “organizing skills,” “balancing 
life,” “task completion,” “task management,” “time management,” “positive attitude,” 
“resilience,” “anxiety management,” “coping,” “managing behavior,” “mindfulness,” 
“overcoming challenges,” “persistence,” “self-motivation,” “self-regulation,” “staying in 
control,” “thinking before acting,” “taking charge of own learning,” and “taking initiative.” An 
example of career development learning objectives that would help promote individuals’ self-
management skills includes,  
● Setting short-term academic and career development goals that align to their career and 
life goals. 
Relationship and Communication Skills 
Three themes were particularly aligned with both the communication aspect of CASEL’s 
relationship skills and ILP’s career planning and management: “communication, “public 
speaking,” and “written communication.” There were 17 more themes found aligned with 
 CASEL’s relationship skills and ILP’s career planning and management: “references,” “swiftly 
responding to the situation,” “building a strong teacher-student relationship,” “having strong 
connections with students,” “interpersonal skills,” “building relationships,” “conflict 
management,” “developing new relationships,” “friendship,” “networking,” “partnership,” 
romantic relationship,” “seeking help,” “working with others,” “collaboration,” “teamwork,” 
“peer support,” and “wholesome relationships.” A possible learning objective that reflects the 
development of relationship and communication skills is,  
● Able to demonstrate effective communication skills needed to give and receive feedback 
from peers. 
Responsible Decision-Making 
Seven themes from teachers’ responses aligned with CASEL’s responsible decision-
making and ILP’s career planning and management, including “critical thinking,” “following 
social norms,” “making informed decision on coursework, college, and careers,” “mature 
decisions,” “personal responsibility,” “reaching goals,” and “prioritizing.” An example of career 
development learning objectives that would encourage students to practice responsible decision-
making is,  
● Able to accurately evaluate future education and career pathways with respect to financial 
impact and future labor market projections. 
There were six additional themes identified from teachers’ responses but were not clear 
how they align with CASEL’s SEL categories. However, they fit into ILP process; “Application 
to real world” aligns with Work-based Learning components; “Information gathering” fits into 
 career exploration; “Aligning interests with educational opportunities,” “navigating career 
opportunities,” “willing to learn,” and “holistic thinking” align with ILP’s career planning and 
management. 
The results of the first phase of this study will be re-examined as we continue to analyze 
the data via NVivo cluster analysis. In addition to developing career development learning 
objectives, the themes will be used to design a SEL self-efficacy measure and develop a 
professional development strategy that is rooted in the evidence.    
Developing Deep Human Skills for the Future 
The 4th Industrial Revolution is now transforming the nature of Workforce and Education 
(Solberg, 2019). Future workers will be expected to identify and apply novel and creative ways 
of problem-solving to handle unstructured, non-sequential, and complex tasks. For instance, 
communication skills such as conveying and clarifying opinions in a persuasive way to other 
people with different backgrounds will be required to workers in the future workforce market, as 
well as understanding and evaluating complex problems (World Economic Forum, 2016). 
Considering the emerging needs in the new world of work, the Committee of Children (2016) 
highlights the importance of SEL as employability skills in 21st-century Education. In fact, SEL 
programs have been actively implemented in the education systems across the states (Dusenbury, 
Yoder, Dermody, Weissberg, 2019). The changes of the industries, however, are rapidly 
reshaping what it means to be college and career ready and how to prepare our students and 
urges us to better align SEL programs with the needs in the 21st century workplace. 
The alignment of the SEL interventions with the labor market needs will be especially 
vital for students in secondary education, considering the characteristics of adolescence 
 transitioning to adulthood such as identity development, academic and peer pressure, and 
biological and social instability (Yeager, 2017). From an increasing number of evidence-based 
studies, we are already aware of that social emotional learning will have positive effects on those 
at the secondary level, by lowering high school drop-out rates, improving graduation rates, and 
increasing college acceptance rates (Cervone & Cushman, 2014; Durlak, et al., 2011). It is 
expected that many at-risk youth at the secondary level will greatly benefit from better aligned 
SEL interventions. Furthermore, future SEL programs will need to focus on developmental 
approaches that understand individuals’ existing strengths and qualities. This will improve the 
quality of career development programs by empowering students to utilize the human skills they 
already have, develop them further, and identify occupational opportunities aligned to their 
competencies that have great values in the labor market. It is our hope that our collaborative 
work will contribute to preparing youth for the world of work, as well as the future.   
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